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SCIENCE AND PUBLIC POLICY 


This is the text of an address given by Dr. Isidor I. Rabi, 
professor of physics at Columbia University, at the pre- 
sentation of the Atoms for Peace Awards at the National 
Academy of Sciences in Washington, D.C. on May 18, 
1960. 

Dr. Rabi won the Nobel Prize in Physics in 1944. 


The Atoms for Peace Award is a very special kind 
of award. Its very title suggests the profound perplexi- 
ties of the postwar years. Combining the words “atoms” 
and “peace” combines science and politics, or science 
and statesmanship. The atom as such is neutral to human 
conduct or emotion. Peace was a goal dear to the human 
heart long before mankind had the knowledge to imagine 
such a thing as an atom. The conjunction of peace, the 
great hope of men in all nations, and the atom, the 
epitome of the advance of the knowledge of nature, is 
the mark of our time. 

The Ford family, the founders of this award, had 
the dream of drawing the attention of the world to the 
possibilities of utilizing the great discoveries and appli- 
cations of science, nuclear science in particular, to 
forward the cause of peace rather than war. The inten- 
tion was noble and statesmanlike and expressive of the 
time at which the award was first announced, the time of 
the first Geneva International Conference on the Peaceful 
Uses of Atomic Energy in 1955. That conference in 
itself was a blend of science and statesmanship such as 
had never been seen before. 

The intervening five years have shown that science 
and peace do have a connection, not yet as great as 
science and war but certainly not negligible. The 1955 
Conference on the Peaceful Uses of Atomic Energy 
marked the first massive confrontation of scientists from 
the Soviet bloc with the colleagues from the West. It 
opened an era of good feeling, of mutual understanding 
and respect between these two groups of scientists which 
has increased in time as more Americans have had the 
opportunity of visiting Russian installations and vice 
versa. This year, according to Professor Emilyanov, the 
Russians plan to send 40 scientists to the Rochester Con- 
ference on high energy physics. Last year we sent 60 to 
the Kiev Conference in the same field. 


Declassification of Scientific Information 


These contacts between scientists have led to an im- 
portant amount of declassification of scientific and tech- 
nical information. This declassification has not only 
enlarged the area of fruitful exchange of information 
with the East and with our own allies, but has also 


accelerated our own program because it made possible a 
freer flow of information. 

Indeed, one can say that science has provided an 
important bridge between the two rival blocs and a 
means for further peaceful cooperation for the lessening 
of tension and suspicion. Most scientists in the United 
States and in allied countries have regarded these advances 
toward a more open world as favorable omens for a 
future where the shadow of destructive warfare will 
hang less heavily over mankind. Most scientists have 
held this view, but not all. 

A minority regards any lessening of tension as a 
prelude to a diminution of our efforts in the develop- 
ment of atomic weapons and their means of delivery. 
In their view, safety can be achieved only by the develop- 
ment of atomic weapons to a degree which demands the 
utmost stretch of the imagination and by the most devoted 
effort. In this view, no means are too large to apply to 
this end. They lay their hopes for peace paradoxically 
enough in a mutuality of terror which they feel would 
immobilize all aggressive impulses in the nations of the 
world. While the large nations are being held back from 
attacking one another by the certainty of annihilating 
retaliation, limited warfare according to this view could 
go on quite in the classical pattern without a great deal 
of disturbance. With sufficient effort, “atomically” ad- 
vanced nations would in time possess stores of atomic 
weapons so cheap and so plentiful that they could over- 
come the resistance of less advanced nations with the 
same ease with which the Spaniards conquered Peru. 


Not by Scientists Alone 


My pictures may be sharply drawn but no one who 
has followed the discussions will suggest that the positions 
taken by the two sides are caricatured beyond recogni- 
tion. Granted that my description has some relation to 
reality, we ask ourselves what is the course of wisdom 
in the midst of these divided counsels. How should the 
atom and peace be conjoined so that our young people 
may see a future before them where, at the end of the 
rainbow, there awaits something more pleasant than 
a huge super-nuclear explosion. 

The solution to the dread problem posed by the 
advances of science and technology can certainly not be 
found by the scientists alone. Just as certainly, these 
problems can not be solved by men who have little or 
no knowledge of science or technology, however great 
the responsibility which has been thrust on them either by 
election or by appointment. Even a combination of the 
best brains in our country from all fields of experience 
(science, business, religious, and ethical, as well as the 
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academic and political) is hardly equal to the task of 
mapping a wise and safe course through the tangle of 
mistrust and terror which has grown up in the postwar 
years. 

“We must find a way through this thicket of charge 
and countercharge where reason and common sense can 
prevail in the end. 


Background on Efforts to Avoid Catastrophe 


The history of the efforts to prevent a runaway 
catastrophe in the use of atomic weapons begins back in 
1946 with the Acheson-Lilienthal report. It goes on to 
the Baruch proposals, later modified to be the United 
Nations proposal for the control of atomic energy. When 
these measures failed, there was a quiescent period in 
which the Soviets acquired the atomic bomb which was 
followed by the U.S. thermonuclear bomb and again by 
the Soviet thermonuclear weapon. 

In 1955, during the Geneva Conference on the Peace- 
ful Uses of Atomic Energy, I was asked to represent the 
U.S. in a discussion with the Soviet representative on 
the question of safeguards which might be devised so 
that the spread of the peaceful uses of atomic energy 
would not be a danger to peace through the diversion of 
bomb material. The discussions hinged on the existence 
of an agency to be formed as suggested by President 
Eisenhower. This agency, the International Atomic En- 
ergy Agency, is now in existence but the dangers to the 
peace have not diminished and, as to be expected, our 
meeting ended in a moral victory for us but actually in 
failure. 


Order in Our Own House 


It is customary to lay the blame for the failure of 
these and subsequent attempts on the backs of the Rus- 
sians. And, indeed, I would be among the last to deprive 
them of their proper share of the blame, which is large. 
But we, too, are not blameless. Although we can not do 
much about reforming the Russians, we ought to be able 
to take steps to set our own house in order. 

Those of us who travel abroad and have the problem 
of representing the United States in one way or another 
are often taken aback at the degree and intensity of 
criticism which is directed both at our actions and at 
the statements of some of our political figures. No such 
intense criticism is directed at the Soviet Union for acts 
compared with which our own slips would seem to be 
minor. At first sight, this criticism which holds us to a 
stricter accounting seems unfair. However, if one probes 
more deeply, this attitude is quite natural. 

We must understand that we occupy an entirely 
different position in the world from the Russians. The 
United States is indeed the leader not only of the Western 
world but, to an extent greater than we realize, the 
United States is the leader of the whole world. Beneath 
the scofling, mocking, and hostility of the communist 
world, there is nevertheless a deep respect. America is 
the ideal not only materially but in most elements of 
existence which human beings share in common. If 
America were to disappear, there would be no embodi- 
ment of the Russian goal, no one to catch up with and 
surpass. For these reasons, when we fall short of the high 
standards which we and the world have set for us, the 
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failure is felt very deeply. The elevated and rarified]}) 
moral atmosphere in which we are supposed to live may}} 
be a bit hard on us plain folks here at home, but it is the}} 
role which we have assumed and the role which we have 
to play. 


Wisdom in Policy and Action 


If one can be certain of anything in the uncertain 
course of events in this decade, the moment the United 
States stops supplying leadership, the world, as we know 
it, will disintegrate and fragment into chaos with no one) 
but the Russians to pick up the pieces. We therefore have |) 
a moral obligation to be wise in order to guide ourselves |} 
and others, and to be prosperous so that we can spare 
from our own supplies to help others. We seem to have 
found a way to be prosperous, and now we ask ourselves, 
how can we cultivate wisdom in policy and action, es- 
pecially in the field of atomic energy for war and peace, 
which is so central to all our problems. 

As I review in my mind the 15 years which have 
passed since the end of the war, I am forced to the 
conclusion that very many of our difficulties stem from 
one fundamental distortion of our natural habit: the 
distortion caused by the exaggerated secrecy in the | 
military field and in the atomic field especially. You will,) 
all agree that these fields are central to our problems of | 
foreign and domestic policy, but you may well ask why 
I regard secrecy which seems so necessary to be at the 
same time so very damaging. 

The answer lies in our history and our tradition. We 
are a pluralistic society dedicated to a distribution both 
of authority and responsibility. From the President of 
the United States on down, we have been against con- 
centration of power here in Washington. The pressure 
of events has compelled a greater and greater concentra- 
tion of such powers, but they have been granted most |ff 
grudgingly. To some, the weakness of our central gov- 
ernment is a source of regret, but there is no doubt as 
to the general public feeling. Washington is and always 
has been suspect. 


Secrecy Produces a Manipulated Public Opinion 


Although the Constitution vests control of foreign 
policy firmly in the hands of the President, in actual fact, 
the President does not operate in a vacuum. He must 
share his responsibilities with the Senate and with the 
House of Representatives. Agencies of the government, 
in addition to the Department of State, are directly con- 
cerned; the Department of Defense, the Atomic Energy | 
Commission are only the most important. Beyond these || 
there are other agencies, but almost as important are | 
the press — the daily, weekly, and monthly periodicals — || 
TV and radio. Behind these are the opinion-makers in || 
the universities, the labor unions, in large and small | 
business, and, of newer importance, the scientists and | 
experts of every variety. i 

Policy comes out as a harmony produced by all these | 
interacting forces. This has been the American tradition || 
and practice. Now what happens when secrecy intervenes? 
Pathetic and profound ignorance of the facts does not 
prevent the policy-makers inside and outside of govern- 
ment from carrying on in the field of atomic energy as if 
all were clear to them. They gather a rumor here, a leak 


there, and off they go. Ignorant or learned, they take a 
stand, and public opinion is formed. 

Our government cannot act strongly without ample 
support from public opinion. For wise action an informed 
public opinion is necessary. When secrecy intervenes, an 
informed public opinion can hardly exist. Too often we 
have instead a manipulated public opinion formed by 
leaks, half truths, innuendoes, and sometimes by outright 
distortion of the actual facts. 


‘Very Little’ Security Gained Through Secrecy 


We can now ask ourselves, what have we really gained 
from our exaggerated secrecy in the way of real security ? 
Actually, very little. The Russians are not far behind us 
in atomic weapons, but our allies have been left way 
behind after expending an enormous treasure in trying 
to rediscover facts and techniques already known to the 
Russians as well as to ourselves. The secrets of military 
technology must be as highly protected as any trade 
secrets but only as long as they are real secrets. In most 
cases, this time is measured in years rather than decades. 
Although most policy-makers, amateur or professional, 
are not deeply interested or capable of judging the tech- 
nological situation, secrecy results in frustration, doubt, 
and timidity about the exercise of any independent judg- 
ment. The result has been that a number of less inhibited 
men of greater or lesser scientific or technical accomplish- 
ment but with a low boiling point have been gaining the 
public ear on the basis of prestige acquired through a 
technical accomplishment, quite limited in scope. Their 
policy statements are given weight on the basis of skills 
not necessarily relevant to the dread subjects of war and 
peace which they discuss with easy confidence. Were it 
not for the mantle of secrecy which surrounds the hard 
core of the matter, the intelligent public would be quite 
capable of judging the questions under discussion. The 
fear of being guilty of a judgment based on a partial 
knowledge of the facts misleads many judicious people 
into accepting judgments by others whose knowledge is 
often even more partial but which extends into the dread 
domain of the top secret. 


Some Questions for the Informed Public 


The questions which should concern the informed non- 
technica! general opinion are rather such as how many 
weapons do we actually have, what are their means of 
delivery, what are the effects of these weapons, what is the 
composition of the stockpile in the range of yields and 
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sizes, how much do they cost, who controls them, and by 
what means are they controlled. What are claimed to be 
the further needs for nuclear and other weapons and 
what is the justification? What do we know about the 
state of the art in other countries? 

The answer to every one of the questions falls under 
a high degree of classification. Some of them have this 
classification for very good reasons and others merely 
from force of habit. One can nevertheless ask how can 
the publisher, the editor, commentator, or editorial writer 
of an important organ influential in informing and shap- 
ing public opinion carry on in an intelligent way without 
a fairly full knowledge of these and other facts. 

We are now engaged in tripartite negotiations with 
the Soviets and the United Kingdom on a test suspension 
coupled with a system of inspection. Clearly, this is a 
most delicate matter perhaps best left to the wisdom of 
the President and his most trusted advisers. It is his job 
and his duty as set forth in the Constitution. Nevertheless, 
it has not been left to the President, and public debate, 
which impairs the freedom of action of the President, 
rages over the land. This would be just the right thing if 
the debate were well informed. We were not brought up 
as a nation to believe that “father knows best.” Un- 
fortunately, the debate is not well informed and becomes 
more of a conflict of pressure groups rather than a quest 
for clarity and wisdom. 


‘Free Men Informed by a Free Press’ 


I hope I have made my point that to live at peace with 
the atom we must find our way back to the fundamental 
principles on which this republic was founded. We must 
again become a nation of free men informed by a free 
press. Since the very beginning, we have been told that 
this is a dangerous doctrine. In about a century and 
three quarters of national existence, we have learned to 
live dangerously in a dynamic society. Totalitarian 
countries preserve their secrecy by regimenting their 
people, giving them neither freedom of travel, freedom of 
the press, freedom of conscience, or freedom of opinion. 
Some may envy their secrecy; none will envy their lives. 

In closing, I again wish to congratulate the four recip- 
ients of the Atoms for Peace Awards. They are the sym- 
bols today of the vision of President Eisenhower and of 
the Ford family who embodied this vision in the substan- 
tial form of these awards. We hope that this vision will 
remain bright as it must because it is a vision of sanity, 
of reason, of justice, and most of all it is a vision of peace 
and cooperation among men. 


